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, ^ Saver^l theories of the alcoholic personalLty bava 
beea ideyis^d to dat^rjiaina the relationship between the clusters of 
|ers©nality characteristics of alcoholics and their abuse d£ alcDhol, 
Ihe oldest and probably *best known theory is tha dependenqy theory, 
foriulatedr in the traditiogTof dlassical psychoanaiysisp irh^ich 
associates^ the alcoholic' s difficultias with depaadenc^*independence 
qon£lict% with events that go back to early childhood. The anxiety 
ti eory spates that alcoholics ara persons with high anxiety levels 
w^o drink excessively to allfviate their anxiety. The power 'theory 
^holds that excessive mal'e drinkers have exaggeBated needs to feel ■ 
■powerful* and gratify' their naads through vicarious gotterf ul 
expeiipBoes while drinking* Basaarch on Ee^^^ alcohol3.cs suggests " 
that vfheae wpaen have a fragile sense of self and use alcohol to make 
themaiblyes feel more woffianly. The four theories each identify some 
fetsonality deficiency in the alcoholic and observe tha alcoholic is 
use of. alcohol in. an mtteipt to compensate for that deficiency. No 
siagle thaory appears to account for the personality of ail 
alcoholics- (Author/HLM) , ... 
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^ "^c^^ ;^nage that comes to many people's minds upon hefelijg the tetri' ' - 

^ '.. y ^ ■ ;v * ^ •■ , ' . ' ' '. ■^'v-'-'/' " ■■> ^ ".^ . ^ ' . \ 

^ CK-^^-^^^l^^li?^^ P that of a readily tdehtiflabli* peteonalfty* 

Ni^ ;| that tg easily distinguishable from nonalcoholic pCrBonalitlas. This ' •/ 

' f image, algo seems to^ carry with it the idea that it la the- distinctive ^ 

personality jthat wae^both the necessary and sufficient condition .for a " . 

personal to become alcoholic. Moreover^ most people who think that this 

is wh^t is ;meant by the al^holic personality iTmediately discount ^the ; 

■ '\ \'' '' ■■ -. " - t . ■ . , . - _ ■ ^ \ ^ ' = , ■ ■ 

concept and, in' fact , beconfe Indignant that, anybody could haVe been so * • 
nki^ m to suggist it Jin the first place.. To support th\ir position, 
K they ^call aceention to the wide vaiiatiM^ the personalities o^ 
V ' alcoholics and the f^ct thlLt persons with a wide diversity of baekgrounds 
tranging from astronauts to skid row hxmB to the wivas and brothers of ' 
Presldfnts) ^become alcoholic. No more is to be gained, they contend^ 
, In ass™in| that there is an alcoholic personality than in ass^ing that 
there is a diabetic pei:soiTallty or a cancerous personality or an / 
asthmatic personality, ^ 
; . One purpose of this sympdsiim is to dorrect tiiis popular misconception 

■ / of the alcoholic personality. ^At the outset there Cre several points that 

I want to make with regard to what^ those researchers and clinicians who accept 
» • the concept, of an alcoholic personality mean and 3o not mean by the term. 
1* There if a cluster of personality .characteristics that is 
typically fpund among ^individuals^ who are al^pholic. As the aymposlum 
, proceeds, we will delineate what ^ the particular clyster is. ..l'- 
^ 2, Some of the cluster of personality characteristic^ can be 

/identified long bef ora the onset of dlcoholism and seem to contribute tb^ 
V its development. Other parts of tht cluster appear to have been engendered 
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:by th# individual's experieftce witK alcohols on thi proirain,. fi^^^ 

■r - V"' ■ -i ^ ■ • ' 

toper will discuss the research that tries to separate /hoSe peraonality 
. characCeristi« that se^m to predispoie an Indivlduai ytb become' aleohollc 
from thoat that seam to be Gonaequences of the alcoholiam. - \ . ' , 
* 3. The typical cluster of alcoholic peraonality charactWristics ^ • 
J may not be Jound among, all alcoholics / and some iridividuali who are, not 
alcohdllc may exhibit the cluater, Thue, wa cannot alw^s distinguish 
alcoholice from nonalcoholics simply, by- looking at their personalities, 

The^e actually is not Just one cluster of pfrabnality character- 
istics but several different ones that have been identified among alco-- 
holies. Latere Douglas Jackson will discuss the research that has isolated 
various alcoholic personality ''subtypes*** ' ■ 

Given these generalizations , some obvious questions arisen What is 
the relationshlpi between the clusters of personality characteristics of the 
ai^oholic and^his or her abuse of alcohol? How is it that alcoholism Is 
induced by the personality characteristics , and, in turn> how does the en- 
counter with alcoho]^odify the ^personality? * ' ^ ^ 

-To' answer these questionSj a number of theories of the alcoholic 
personality have beans devised, and I will proceed now to describe several 
^of the representative theoretical, framework^ * 

The oldest and probably best known theory of the ^alcohdlic perd%feality 
is the dependency theory which was - formulated .in the tradition of classical 
psychoanalysis. Clinicians working with alcoholics have often pbserved ' 
them to have strong proclivities to rely on other people for guidance and 
decision making and to have a strong need for other people to care ^f or and 
ntirtfure them* The psychoanalyst^ of course, looks, for the origin of the 
^Idbholic's difficulties with dependence ir^e^rly childhood. The mother of 



a futaraalaohqlic la thought to have been a dominant and tiverprotectlve> 
individual who also harbored antivalent feelings about her child and thus 
wai incQHsistent in her display^ of love and affection, the intonsistjency- 
being reflected\esp6clilly in the oral gratif icatioh that she allowed her n 
child to obtain.^ As a results the child was orally frustrated aq^ remained^ 
fixated at ^thi%. stage of development. The father of tW future aleoholic, 
fljoreover^ is typically seen as a weak and passive Individual who did not ^ 
serve as an appropriate role model for the young rfale child to identify 
3^dth, Bicauee uf tthls unhealthy family situation, the child grows up 



feeling. inadequate as a male and (2) craving a relationship In which 
he can rely on pther ^eoplf to nurture him, 

* The .situation is complicated as pur; future alcoholic enters adolea= 
cence and.^MPthood because^ ifl order to conform to the traditional role 
eKpectatlons for a male in our society/ , he must now become independent , 
masculine^, 'and aggressive. Thus, a conflict arises between the opposing 
tendencies to be dependent and irtdepen4jsht / ^p^endency theoriats See the " 
p^alcoholic male as dealing wit^ the^conflict in one of three s^ays. He 
may continue to display his depende'^i^.^enly^ and dlrectiy, or he may be^me 
counterdepen4ent and show excessive independence' and self-reliance in his 
overt behavior; A third possibility is that he ^ay fluctuate, between extreme 
dependence and extreme independences accQrding to the par^toilar situation 
that he is In, But regardless of which *st rat jagy Is adoptedp the underlying 
conflict is not resolved^. ' - ^ ' ^ 

According \o dependency, theorists, It is at this point that alcohol 
enters the picture* : The male caught in ,a depend^nt^independe^t cotifllct ' 
learns that he can usee^illeohoL to ^y, to resolve the conflict. With 
alcohol, he can bolster ^is toa^line ^^Image by displaying stereotypical 




^hehavior-iuch as bei^^ At tha same. tl|^, 

ai^hol allows him to Indulge his= dependendy needs and oral -cravings, " -In 

• ' ■ ■ . : - y ' / ^ ^ ^ 

f^|, if he overindulgeg to the point ^here he caft no longer take cara of 
Mmself, other people have to Igok out fdr. him/ Jh. short, alcohol allows^" • * 
him to satisfy "his opposing needs simultaneously and in a manrier that does ; 
iiot conflict mth thfe dictacea of moai&ty, He "drinks Mke* a da^jf^^ afld^ It" 
is the aleohol that makes it nfeeessary. that other people take cape of /hiaij 
rather than som^anadequaGy that is inherent itF him* He comes to use alco^ 
hoi f sequent ly^tot^ resolve'the conflictj and the addictive process 
sets ^n. ' 

\ A second th^orT^Xofythe alcohc^llc persoriality^which has also been 
around for a long tiae is the^ anxiety theory, < It states simply that 5ao-" 
holies are. persons with* high levfels 0f , anxiety * that alcohol redMces anaciety, 
and , that alcohollos therefore drink eKcessively in .an attempt to a^lleviate 
tHeir anKiety, This theory appeals to common sense, since it seems apparent 
to most .people that alcohol does in fact reduce anxiety* Moreover, cro^s-^ 

' ' ■ ; ^ ^ ^ ' ^ : \ ^ ■ ■// , ^ ^ 

cultural studies have' found some evidence thet societies which shnw high 
levels of fear a^d anKiety are also ones that have high leVels of ^runken^ 

ness* On the other harvd, experimental work ^i^ alcoholics has found that 

\ . ■ ^ ~ . - ' ' \- ' \ . ' ^ ^ 

altho^igh they do^ of ten show, high levels of anxiety and they anticipate tha^ 

alfcohol #ill^elleve their anxiety, actuai. ingestion of alcohol often* raises 

their anxiety to, still higher levels. In addition, attempts to develop an 

animal ^dei of alGOholism have shown donflicting results with regard to 

Whether alcohol (1) actually alters frustratldrt-mediated behaviors and ''(2> 

whether animals ^111* voluntarily -^^consuihe nlore alcohol when placed in stress^ 
^ ^ *- \/ \ 

ful. f^ityationB. Regardless of what its'' ultimate utility might be in relat^ 

' . V - > ■ ■* ,c J ■ ^ ' " 

ing the consumption of alcdhdl to , anxiety, the anxiety theory certainly is 



, not ebroplete fpr yndftrstariding all M personaiity dyriMlcs involved In 
aicoholism. /' 

' ' ■ ' " ^'^r"" . *^ ■ ■ ' ' ^' V 

A third theory of the alcohblic perMnality has been of £ ered as an 

' • 4 ^ ; ' ; ^ -= = ' ^ - ' , . ^ ;■ " ^ • , = = 

* . ■., . ' . ' ■ ■ - ' / ' ' " ' ' ^ 

'altettiative to .both the dependency theory and the anility theory; This is 

the power* theory proposed by David McClellMid and his aasoclattes^ After 

ten yeari of erosa^cultural. research as well^ as experimental research test-- 

ing blue-,collar workers and' college^tuden^s in naturalistic drinking = 

situations^ McClelland fonnd no' evidence that people drink primarily to 

reduce anxiety. His, yas^rah y4id corr^orate the observation by advocate J 

of ,the dependency thiepry that heavy drinkers qftgn eriiibit so-called 

couTbterdependent behavior ^ but he, was unable to accept -the premise that 

the counterdependence signifies underlying repressed needs to be dependent , 

cared for^ ai^d orally gratififed. McClelland studied the fantaaies of men^ 

in drinking situations and found that heavy drinking of ten, led to thoughts 

about subduing thtjeatenlng adversaries^ of winning seKual conquests , or of 

gaining G%ntr6l over' other people in some other w^y. Ii^ short, heavy . 

drinking caused the men in these Sadies to feel powerful. Moreover, those 

men who had the greate'St .concerris for power pto begin with were the ones who 

drank the heaviest, .^Hence', the power theory' hold's that men who drink ex"- 

ce ssively^ are those wj^th exaggerated needs to feel powerful and that they 

gratify this need through vicarious powerful experiences while drlnkirig' 

alcohol^ rather -than by Ghoosing a more tangible means of gaining control-, 

over other people. % , | ' ' 

In discussing the dependency and .power theories of the alcoholic 

perionality I repeatedly referred to' |the ^male alcoholic; I discussed event, 

that are thought to occur in the life of the prealcoholic male; and I always 

used .masculine ^pi^nouns to refer to alcoholics. Despite the way that 'it 

probably soundedV I was not using sexist language. Both ^the dependency 



theory and thei power theory refer speqifically to male alaohollcs, and 
neither theory, was intended to account for alcoholism among women* Alcdhol* 
iam fas jtraditionally. though inaccurately been considered a manVs problem, 
and this may account for the special theoretical interest in male alcbhallsm. 
Howevterj .the growing awareness tha^ alcbholiam is indeed a problem among 
.women has generated increased ' interest itl the dynamics of alcohol use among 
women. Significantly, data collected from female social drinkers and 
alcoholics ^oint to the involvement of/ different personality factors in 
^-^^^mlm alcoholism than had previously been foimd for males* From her experi-- 
mental reaearch explorijig the effects ^^f alcohol on women's fantasies, , ' 

Sharon Wilsnack, for example, found 'that ^alcohol, did not make women-feel 
more powerful, nor did it make them feel cared for or nurtured.. Rather ^ 
drinking seemed to enhance feelings associated with traditiorkl femininity 
and womanliness. In a separate study * Wilsnack found that alboholic women 
frequently experienced unconscious seK^role^onflicts and were "unAble success 
fully to Integrate the masculine and feminine aspects of t^iJ personalities . 
Moreover^ the alcoholic women often had suffered severe threatf to their 
womanliness (for eKample, repeated miscarriages, inability to CQnceive, ' ^ 
divorce) before they had started drinking heavily* Thus, Wll^nnck theorizes 
that a woman \Aiq drinks excessively ' tends to have a fragile sense of herself 
as a WmAu and therefore dtinks in order to fnake herself feel more womanly. 
Carole B^^on w^ll have more to say about sex differences in alcoholic ^ 
personality characteristics dt^ing her presentatidn later In the program." . 

I have now described four theories that account for the involvement of 
personality factors ..in alcoholism. In all four cases we saw that the - 
theorist ^fl^ntifled some deficiency* in^ the alcoholic's personality and ob- 
served how the alcoholic used alcohol In an attempt to compensate for that 
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ief'ielency. That the alcoholic would attempt 'to do sj- seems quite 
plauslbla, but it also seems unlikely that all alcoholics would ' " 
ejtpdrlence Che .same deficleney. , Thus it may be the case >hat each ' 
theory is correct wftp it applies to a cartaiti subiroup. of alcoholics 
but that no theory is colrrect in accounting for the perionality of 



all alcohdlics. 
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